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To fully understand the complexity of 
diagnosing a person on death row with a 
mental illness, look up the definition.  
 
A mental illness is an impairment of an 
individual's normal cognitive, emotional, 
or behavioral functioning, and caused by 
social, psychological, biochemical, 
genetic, or other factors, such as 
infection or head trauma,” According to 
The American Heritage Dictionary. 
Meanwhile, another source like the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness 
describes mental illness as “medical 
conditions that disrupt a person's 
thinking, feeling, mood, ability to relate 
to others and daily functioning.”  
 
Impairments can include everything 
from major depression, panic disorder, 
posttraumatic stress disorder and more 
(but not drug or alcohol addiction). This 
could get a lot of people off death row if 
their disorder is serious enough.  
 
So how does Ohio handle the death 
penalty for people with a mental illness? 
Not well, the Ohio Supreme Court is in 
the process of changing it right now, due 
to measures taken by Ohio Sen. Bill 
Seitz and Ohio Sen. Sandra Williams. 
 
The new bill has not yet been introduced 
and might not this session. Peoples 
lives are on the line and their needs to 
be a call for urgency on making things 
fair in the courtroom.  
 
The Ohio death penalty task force 
(created by the Ohio Supreme Court 
and Ohio State Bar Association) offered  

 
56 recommendations that they spent 
over two years studying over Ohio’s 
three-decade-old capital punishment 
law. Seitz made a good argument in the 
Times Union by saying, “Because 
whether you’re for the death penalty or 
against the death penalty, you ought to 
be able to agree that we can improve 
the fairness with which it is 
administered…” 
 
Seitz and Williams, along with the task 
force recommendations, want to make 
sure the people on death row (especially 
those who are too unstable to 
understand why they are being put to 
death) should actually be the worst of 
the worst.  
 
Seitz and Williams bill would 
permanently prohibit inmates on death 
row with a mental illness to be executed. 
The language for the bill will be 
available for the public around May 11th.  
 
To quantify national reaction for the 
death penalty for the mentally ill, the 
Public Policy Research conducted a 
nationwide poll of registered voters. 
 
According to the Death Penalty 
Information Center, “The poll found that 
Americans did not favor using the death 
penalty on mentally ill individuals by a 2-
to-1 margin.”  
The opposition to the death penalty was 
strong across different races, different 
gender and economic status.  
 
A couple of examples of men who have 
serious mental illnesses who have been 



taken off death row in Ohio are Abdul 
Awkal and John Eley. Awkal was 
scheduled for execution in June 2012 
when the Judge Stuart Friedman ruled 
that Awkal was too unstable for 
execution due to the fact that Awkal 
believed he was a CIA agent and could 
not “form a rational understanding as to 
the reason the stated intends to execute 
him” (deathpenaltyinfo.org).  
 
Gov. John Kasich commuted Eley to a 
life in prison without the possibility of 
parole. Eley acted under the direction of 
another man, and it is doubtful Eley 
would have committed the crime without 

those factors along with his “limited 
mental capacity” that Kasich claimed 
Eley had.   
 
These harsh and life destructive 
convictions were made quickly. Kasich 
and other members of the Ohio law are 
not taking into account that some men 
who have a mental illness are not stable 
enough to be put to death.  
 
Seitz and William’s proposed new bill 
would force those who are in charge in 
the courtroom to look at every piece of 
evidence wisely.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Slow change for mental retardation 

legislation in America 
By Ariel Wiley 

 
 

In 2002, the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled that executing people with 
mental retardation violated their 
constitutional protection against cruel 
and unusual punishment.  
 
Between 1989 and 2002, 16 states 
banned executions of mental 
retarded persons. 
 
But because the Supreme Court did 
not create national standards for 
mental retardation, states have been 
free to write their own definitions.  
 
In more recent years, attention has 
shifted to mentally ill death row 
inmates. 
 
Presently, Ohio has been working 
out their legislation when it comes to 
this issue. Senators Seitz and 
Williams are working on four bills 
….”which would prevent the 
execution of defendants with serious 
mental impairments, establish a fund 
for indigent defense, require 
certification of crime labs and 
coroners, and prohibit convictions 
where the only evidence is testimony 
from a jailhouse informant,” 
according to DPIC. 
 
According to the Columbus Dispatch, 
if this bill passes in Ohio, it will  
“exercise rational judgment in 
relation to their conduct, conform 
their conduct to the requirements of 
the law, or appreciate the nature, 

consequences or wrongfulness of 
their conduct,” according to the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness 
Ohio, which supports the legislation. 
 
Ten states got around the Supreme 
Courts ruling by setting a minimum 
IQ of 70 as its cutoff for establishing 
mental retardation. These states 
include; Florida, Arkansas, 
Delaware, Idaho, Kentucky, 
Maryland, North Carolina, 
Tennessee, Virginia and 
Washington.  
 
Some inmates who have been 
diagnosed with a mental disorder get 
taken off Death Row, but never end 
up getting the treatment they need. 
 
A man named Isaac Stroud was 
found to have an incurable mental 
disorder that made him “mentally 
incompetent to assist counsel,” 
according to the 
deathpenaltyinfo.org. The Superior 
Court Judge Orlando Hudson 
changed his sentence to life in prison 
without parole in 2011.  
 
According to local news from 
WRAL.com, attorney Marilyn Ozer, 
who has been working on Stroud's 
case for the last 10 years, said he's 
been diagnosed with mental 
conditions that made him erase the 
murder from his memories and 
replace it with a completely different 
scenario.   



In 2002 a similar sentence ensued 
for a Georgia inmate, Alexander 
Williams. The Board of Pardons and 
Paroles voted to commute William’s 
sentence to life without parole 
because he is a paranoid 
schizophrenic.   
 
The same can be said for other 
inmates over the past decades, 
because each state has their own 
legislation and ways of handling 
inmates with a mental illness or 
disorder.  
 
Since 1997 to 2012, over 8,032 
people have been sentenced to 
death.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1998, the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics estimated that 283,000 
mentally ill individuals were 
incarcerated in U.S. jails and prisons 
out of the 2,266,800 adults 
incarcerated in U.S. federal and 
state prisons at that time. Nearly 2.3 
million now. 
 
According to the deathpenalty.org, in 
1986, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
in Ford v. Wainwright that a person 
could not be executed if they 
were "unaware of the punishment 
they're about to suffer and why they 
are to suffer it." 
 
Time will only tell what other states 
legislation’s language will be when it 
comes to executing inmates who 
have been diagnosed with a mental 
illness.  
 


